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ABSTRACT 

An ethnographic study assessed the family 
constellations of ninth graders in an urban public school through 
cluster analysis. Survey data were collected from a random sample of 
120 high school freshmen and were used to compute 4 variables for 
each student: (1) presence of the mother in the home; (2) presence of 
the father in the home; (3) presence of other adults in the home; and 
(4) presence of other children in the home. The familial 
configurations of subjects were extended maternal (n=7) , nuclear 
family (n=26) , mother with children (n=46) , orphaned (n=13) , only 
child (n==21) , and adopted (n=7) . Family constellation, determined by 
cluster analysis, and gender served as independpi.t variables in a 
general linear model used to assess student attendance at school and 
grade point average. Results indicate that the educational 
performance of males and femalt^s differs with respect to the types of 
familial configurations in which they find themselves. Females appear 
to perform most poorly in family units characterized by mother's 
presence and father's absence, but males perform best in groups where 
the mother and/or maternal relations were present. Contrary to 
expectations, males in this group of students perform best when the 
father is absent from the f ami ly configuration. This ethnographic 
\pproach appears promising for revising familial configuration 
e'^feci-s within heterogeneous and transient populations. Two tables 
present study data. (SLD) 
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"Familial Configuration Influences on the Educational Performance of Urban High School 
Freshmen." Poster A7 

® Benjamin I. Feldman & EUeen A. lUfTerty, Baltimore Qty PubUc SchooL 
\f\ AERA Annual Meeting Prescnution, Spring 1993, Atlanta, GA 

Session 11^, 'Student Characteristics and Achievement", Divisioo C, 

Tuesday April 13, 1993. 8:15-9:45 AM. Marriott. Salon B, 2ad Level 

O 

^ In what kinds of familial configurations do inner-city high school freshmen find 

themselves? Although much has been written extolling the educational value of strong 
C> support systems and successful role models for urban youth, relatively little is known about 
rvj the kinds of inner-city family units which supply them. This paper discusses the results of 
an ethnographic approach in which cluster analysis is used to characterize the family 
constellations of ninth graders enrolled in an urban public school. The resulting clusters or 
type of families were further examined as predictors of school performance. 

The rationale for this study was provided in part by current political rhetoric extolling 
the beneficial effects of "traditional family values" on socially valued outcomes such as 
education. Whether these benefits are necessarily a product of traditional families and 
whether they are applicable to the experience of inner-city adolescents is uncertain. 
Another consideration is the possible deleterious effect of the absence of same-sex role 
models among African-American male smdents. On a theoretical dimension, extensive 
literature has explored the impact of familial configuration on diverse aspects of educational 
performance. Numerous studies were motivated by the appearance of the Confluence 
Model by Zajonc and Markus (1975). The confluence model holds that the presence of 
adults in the family tends to enrich a child's intellectual environment whereas the presence 
of other children dilutes this environment. These contrasting effects are a product of the 
differences in intellectual, verbal, financial, and experiential contributions of adults and 
children. 

Many of the explorations into the influences of family configuration have relied on 
models in which subjects were assigned to groups defined a priori as a funcfion of the 
hypothesis being tested. Early research in the field assumed that component elements of 
the familial configuration could be readily elicited from study populations. For example, 
Nichols (1968) called the choice of birth order as a variable "felicitous" because it could be 
reliably measured at any age. Kammeyer described the same variable as an "extremely 
accessible datum," that is usually reported accurately. However, attempts to apply the 
Confluence Model to African-American samples produced contradictory findings as 
suggested by Barnes et al (1979), Steelman and Doby (1983), Smith (1984), Parrott and 
Strongman (1984), Steelman and Powell (1985), Polit and Falbo (1985), and Hauser and 
Sewell, (1985). Kellam et al (1977, 1982) tracked a sample of low SES African-Amencan 
families in Chicago. From among this group 86 discrete family types were deduced. White 



ERIC 



2 



*2 ^ 



Familial Configurations 
Feldman & Rafferty 
page 2 

(1984) argued that the African American family must be observed across sufficient time and 
geographical space for its actual structure to become apparent. The lack of agreement 
among findings left familial studies stalemated, Steehnan (1985, 1986) suggesting that the 
Confluence Model be abandoned Thompson et ai (1988) took a different tack, construing 
the household composition variable in four configurations: mother-alone, mother-father, 
mother-extended, mother-father-extended. 

By contrast, this study employs an ethnographic approach which may moie closely 
reflect actual family situations of inner-city adolescents. Survey data, collected from a 
ranaom sample of 120 freshmen at an urban high school, were used to compute four 
variables for each student: the presence in the student's current home of the 1) mother, 2) 
father, 3) other adults, and 4) other children. A cluster analysis (SAS Fasclus procedure, 
pseudo F = 68.12) was performed to assign each student into one of six discrete clusters or 
family configurations based on the values of these four variables. In this way, the family 
configurations in this study arose from authentic descriptions rather than from a priori 
categorizations. Table 1 describes the resulting clusters. 

Family configuration, as determined by the cluster analysis, and gender served as 
independent variables in a general linear model employed to assess student attendance at 
school and freshman grade point average (GPA). As shr^vn in Table 2, significant 
interactions (p < .01) between familial configuration groupiiig and student gender were 
observed for both attendance and GPA. Note that students comprising the extended 
maternal family configuration were not included in this particular analysis '—cause of the 
relatively small number of females in the group. The results show that females living in 
family configurations characterized as Adopted, Orphaned, and Nuclear outperformed their 
male "^counterparts in both GPA and attendance.^ The presence of a father or other adult, 
coupled with the relative rarity of other children in these households, may have provided 
additional support structures and freed these giris from household and babysitting chores 
which might interfere with school. Nevertheless these households were those least likely to 
have a mother present as a role model for the giris. Boys performed poorest in thes^ same 
predominately mother-absent groups. In contrast, males performed best in family 
corxfigurations such as Mom with Kids, Only Child, and Extended Maternal, in which the 
mother is the dominant figure. 

In summary, the educational performance males and females differ with respect to the 
types of familial configurations in which they find themselves. Females appear to perform 
poorest within family units characterized by mother's presence coupled with father's 



^The cluster names "adopted" or "orphaned * are used as shorthand references and do not 
im-ply a legal situation. 
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absence. By contrast, males performed best in those family groups where the mother and/or 
maternal relations were present. Contrary to expectation, males performed best in family 
configurations where the father was absent. 

This ethnographic approach appears promising for revisiting familial configuration 
effects within heterogeneous and transient urban populations. 
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T«blc 1. Familial Configuration: Stanrtanlbgd Mcans/Standaid Deviations on four variables (presence 
of mother, father, other adults, and other children) used to detennine familial configuration 
dusters. The z-score means Ubied here represent the average for the specified group. 
Positive means indicate the presence of the designated rcUtive(s) in the students current home. 
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• The values of these variables were signincantly different (p < .01) from the ovciall mean of 0.0. 
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Tabic Z Summary of Significant Interactions (p < .01) of Familial Configuration by Gender on 

Attendance in School and on Freshman Grade Point Average. 



Familial 

Configuration Gender 
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Grade Point Average 
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This configuration was not included in statistical tests because there was just one female member. 
Indicates 3 significant (p < .01) interaction of Familial Configuration and Gender. 
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